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Abstract 
This paper explores the history of civil society theory and its advancement in the context 
of social and mutual trust. Civil society as civic engagement opens rooms for criticizing 
political structure and bridging social groups. This article focuses on civic engagement 
ability to bonding a given community and bridging divers communities. Using an 
interdisciplinary perspective this article examines the development of civil society 
theory in the context of knowledge exposure. At the end part, this article explores two 
interreligious institutions in Indonesia to highlight the significance of civil society in the 
realm of interreligious relationship. As means of civil society association the institutions 
have bridged diverse communities  in Indonesia and push Indonesia toward a more 
democratic state and peace nation. 
 
Introduction 
Civil society deals with the common good, social existence, and groups 
engagements.  There is a plethora of civil society theory that related to market and 
economics issues, but in this paper sticks to civil society as mutual coexistence.1 Civil 
society in this sense conveys the idea of social capital that leads to strong social ties and 
collective responsibility. It was Alexis Tocqueville, a French scholar who studied the 
society of the United States of America, who discovered the pattern of civil society in the 
American society as the means of common goods and social engagements, civic 
                                                          
1
Vaclav Havel, “Politics, Morality, and Civility” in The Essential Civil Society Reader: The Classic Essays, 
ed., Don E. Eberly (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2000), 391. 
WASKITA, Jurnal Studi Agama dan Masyarkat 
2 
association/organization. As a civic association, civil society requires social voluntarism 
and strong desire to work toward collective goals.2 
Civil society is a public area for mutual engagement. Advancing Tocqueville’s 
perspective of America voluntarism and social engagement, Robert Putnam argues that 
collective-mutual engagement is a social capital toward mutual coexistence.3 In this 
sense, civil society is a great searching for harmony, mutual understanding, and social 
cohesion.  Jeffrey Alexander incorporates this model of civil society, while adding Jurgen 
Habermas’ concept of “public sphere,”4 by infusing the concept of a civil sphere into 
social cohesion where one can find roots of civil society that relies on solidarity as a 
power to foster social order.5 
 
The Sociological Nature of Civil Society 
Although the civil society concept reached its peak in discussion, application, 
reflection as well as backlash in the 1980’s, beginning with the publication of John 
Keane’s masterpiece of “Civil Society and the State” in 1988, the idea of civil society goes 
back to Plato’s, Aristotle’s, and Cicero’s times. In The Republic, Plato mapped out the 
common life and shared interest of society in his time. When Plato, in the Republic, cites 
good prudence, justice, and no harm vertically or horizontally in a city or state,6 he 
emphasizing respect and tolerance as basic requirements of a community life. On the 
same way, Aristotle, in Politics, argues that life in the  polis depends on the mutual 
respect of the ruling and the ruled parties, or koinonia politike.7 Therefore, both Plato 
and Aristotle argue that civic life is the backbone of a society. In Societas Civilis, Cicero 
describes a model of society where civic power rules.8 
 Civil society theory varies according to the perspective one might employ.  
Jeffrey Alexander’s division of civil society theory will be helpful to understanding the 
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7
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8
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variety of civil society theories; Civil Society I, II, and III. Hobbes’9 and Tocqueville’s10 
perspectives are the heart of Civil Society I, which is centered on voluntarism. Hegel’s11 
and Marx’s perspectives highlight that Civil Society II as based on market capital. 
Because the foundation of Civil Society III is solidarity, Ferdinand Toenies12 and Jeffrey 
Alexander13 have presented the idea of solidarity and civil society. This article focuses 
more on Civil Society III. 
Although the idea of civil society is rooted in ancient Greek philosophers (such as 
Plato, Aristotle, and Cicero),14 Hobbes is considered to be the father of the modern 
concept of civil society. In Leviathan, Hobbes demonstrates the power of civil society in 
the relationship of state and society. His civil society is centered on the fusion of state 
and religion. Civil society in Hobbes theory, as it quoted by John Ehrenberg,  is the 
expression of social contract, “established by an act of voluntary and permanent 
agreement, it is the single expression of a common will...”15 When it comes to state and 
to private relationships, Hobbes believes that civil society is the synthetic terrain of the 
public sphere and self-interest. Considering social contracts, civil society perhaps needs 
a Leviathan - a strong government -but it should into consideration the “private realm 
and individual desire.”16 
Unlike Hobbes, who focuses on voluntarism and agreement in civil society, Hegel 
based his study of civil society on materialism.  To Hegel, civil community, to use his 
term, is a social realm that is constituted of three elements: 
A. The recasting of want, and the satisfaction of the individual through his work, 
through the work of all others, and through the satisfaction of their wants. This is a 
system of wants. 
B. Actualization of the general freedom required for this, i.e., the protection of 
property by the administration of justice. 
                                                          
9
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C. Provision against possible mischances, and care for the particular interest as a 
common interest, by means of police and the corporation.17 
Although Hegel reconciles “liberal individualism and civic republicanism,” his civil 
society based heavily on the role of market capital. His civil society is:  
still a combination of markets and so-called corporations, together with a public 
authority responsible for the task of policing and justice….one which retained 
some elements of the markets and corporations of civil society (sensu strico), but 
in which public authority had become a much more complex and developed 
apparatus (the political state) with the bureaucracy playing the key role in that 
apparatus.18 
 
Two years after Tocqueville published his magnum opus, Democracy in America, Karl 
Marx uses Hegel’s civil community market-based idea to reject de Tocqueville’s concept 
of civil society.19 Khrisna Kumar argues that Marx’s civil society as nothing but the 
slavery of market and capital interests. He quotes Marx, “the social practices and social 
institutions of civil society could be no more than the forms in which the essential life of 
capitalist society, the economic life, was played out.” 20  Developed from Marx’s 
materialistic civil society, Cohen and Arota link civil society to markets and economics. 
For them, no one can understand civil society outside of state and economic processes.21 
Marx’s reduction of the civil society into merely a materialistic realm is different from 
other sociologist’ approaches and concepts of civil society.  
Contemporary civil society theorists such as Alexander and Seligman who follow 
the footsteps of Durkheim, Parson, Tonnies and Tocqueville, understand civil society as 
a sphere where people communicate with each other ethically and peacefully through 
trust and solidarity as social capital. Even though Durkheim did not mention civil 
society explicitly in his works, the whole structures of his theory of solidarity has led 
scholars in sociology and political science to draw on theories of civil society. In The 
Division of Labor in Society, Durkheim stresses that a society suffers because of the 
                                                          
17
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absence of cohesion and regulation.22 What he meant by cohesion is social solidarity asa 
foundation of civil society. Durkheim understands that social solidarity ties a 
community together through the existence of collective consciousness that lies on 
common interest. Anchored on Durkheim’s works, Mustafa Emirbayer describes 
Durkheim’s civil society as “the sphere of social life outside the state and economy that 
is organized around the principle of solidarity and that encompasses such 
organizations, voluntary associations, and mediating bodies as occupational groups, the 
family, and educational institutions.”23 
Durkheim insists that solidarity and moral aspects are the backbone of civil 
society. Adam Siligman and Jeffrey Alexander, two key scholars in the modern study of 
civil society, base their studies on Durkheim’s solidarity and moral concepts. Seligman 
emphasizes ethical aspects of social engagement as the pivotal elements of civil 
society.24 Alexander, meanwhile, although he also underlines Durkheim’s ethical point 
of view, believes that civil society depends on the influence of civil solidarity and 
justice.25 In Civil Society III, which he argues as his personal point of view, Alexander 
says: 
Civil society should be conceived as a solidarity sphere, in which a certain kind of 
universalizing community comes to be culturally defined and to some degree 
institutionally enforced. To the degree that this solidarity community exists, it is 
exhibited and sustained by public opinion, deep cultural codes, distinctive 
organizations – legal, journalistic and associational – and such historically 
specific interactional practices as civility, criticism, and mutual respect.26 
 
Echoing Alexander, Michael Edwards argues that Civil Society III in Alexander’s 
perspective is spawned upon a normative foundation. This civil society is a good society 
where people believe in values and attitudes such as non-violence, cooperation, trust, 
and tolerance.27 These values and attitudes produce a good civil society because a civil 
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society is “a society that is civil.”28 In the discussion of good society, these attitudes and 
values create a sense of voluntarism in a given society that is “the gene-carriers of the 
good society.”29 
However, unlike Alexander, Edwards understands three models of civil society in 
an integrated manner. For Edwards, civil society is non-governmental organization, 
based on voluntarism that creates a public sphere for mutual understanding. Civil 
society includes “grass-root groups, non-profit intermediaries and membership 
associations” 30  that promote collective goals, cross-society coalitions, mutual 
accountability and shared reflection. Thus, in Edward’s theory, Civil Society has three 
important roles:31 first, civil society as association of life. “Civil society is the world of 
voluntary associations that act as “gene carriers” for developing values such as 
tolerance and cooperation.”32 Second, civil society as the good society. “The second role 
sets this rich associational life in context, fostering positive norms…”33 The third role is 
civil society as the public sphere. In this last role, civil society plays an important role in 
searching for the common interest of a given community. “Civil society as an arena for 
public deliberation, rational dialogue and the exercise of active citizenship in pursuit of 
the common interest – in other words, as the public sphere.”34 
 Building upon Jurgen Habermas’ concept of  the public sphere, Edwards states 
that civil society as a public sphere became an arena for debate and deliberation as well 
as for association and institutional collaboration. Here political and social interests are 
developed and debated. However, the goal of debate and argument in the public sphere 
is the common good.35 Debate and argument is the way a communicative action comes 
into being in a given society. Communicative action and the morality of public 
consciousness is the spirit of a public sphere.36 It transforms the public sphere from a 
burgeliche Offentlichkeit (bourgeois public sphere), belonging to the elite as a public
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good under the status of libertatis, civitatis, familie, and naturalis.37 Although, according 
to Habermas, civil society is developed according to Hegel’s and Marx’s economic and 
market spirit, he mentions that civil society is a place where government has no way to 
control society. Under a critical public engagement through communicative action, civil 
society becomes a public sphere free of coercion and violence. Th communicative action 
brings mutual understanding to the public sphere because, “communication makes a 
possible a kind of understanding that is based on claims to validity and thus furnishes 
the only real alternative to exerting influence on one another in more or less coercive 
ways.”38  To sum up Habermas’ idea, civil society should take place within the 
communicative process in the construction of a public sphere.  
Based on his reading of Habermas and research on the Chinese democratic 
struggle, Richard Madsen, another civil society’s theorist, argues, “public sphere and 
civil society be defined in such a way as to focus on the moral and cultural dimensions of 
contemporary social transformation.”39 In  Madsen’s theory,  a democratic public sphere 
arises from "civil society." For Madsen, a democratic public sphere develops from 
below, from a voluntarily organized citizenry, it does not emerge from the realm of a 
benevolent state or elite.40 Only when a particular society has a strong public sphere can 
come into being in the realm of civic engagement.  
 
Social Capital in Civil Society 
Civic engagement requires massive social capital to create the strong bond of 
mutual respect and an ability to work closely with one another. Francis Fukuyama 
understands social capital as “an instantiated informal norm that promotes co-
operation between two or more individuals.” 41  Robert Putman’s study of civic 
engagement and social association concludes that social capital includes “features of 
social life –networks, norms and trust – that enable participants to act more effectively 
                                                          
37
 Jurgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of 
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to pursue shared objectives.”42 In short, social capital for Putnam refers to “social 
connections and attendant norms and trust.”43 When a community has robust social 
capital, the community will embrace intimacy, affection, warmth and mutual concern.  
Social capital is one of the most important elements of civil society. Only because 
of massive social capital civil society can nurture associative life, community communal 
life. In civil society, we share common interests and hobbies and ‘bowl’ together, to use 
Putnam’s evocative image.44 In a community, we celebrate common festivals, grieve 
together, holiday together, or spend Christmas together. ‘Bowling alone’ represents the 
decline of civil society; grieving or spending Christmas alone, apart from community. 
Putnam has based his approach to social capital on de Tocqueville’s concept of 
associational life. In this association, people join with others who share similar thoughts 
and values to address common concerns.45 As for de Tocqueville, Putnam believes the 
association, which leads to civic engagement, is the heart of democratic life. In addition, 
it is also massive social capital that contributes to the formation of civil society. For 
Putnam, people’s connection with life is not merely politics. Non-political civic 
engagement may also promote civic education, strengthening civil skills, and bridging 
communities.46 Putnam’s analysis of religious exclusion and inclusion in America 
concludes that religion can serve as form of social capital if it is open to other 
recognizable people from other religions and connects the adherents of other religions 
in a strong social engagement.47 
Social engagement is the way people accept other groups, including other 
religions, because only through social engagement can one trust outsiders. As a social 
capital refers to “social networks, norms of reciprocity, mutual assistance, and 
trustworthiness,”48 a society needs to strongly engage in many relationships. In a 
similar vein to Putnam, John Coleman argues: 
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Like other froms of capital, social capital is productive, making possible the 
achievement of certain ends that would not be attainable in its absence. Like 
physical capital and human capital, social capital is not completely fungible, but 
fungible in respect to specific activities….Unlike other forms of capital, social 
capital inheres in the structure of religion between persons and among 
persons.49 
 
Both Putnam and Coleman believe that social capital is the heart of civil society and that 
the bulk of civic engagement requires a common action to bridge people from different 
social groups within one community. Coleman reminds his reader that social capital can 
harm other groups if it is not situated under a mutual understanding that advances 
trustworthiness.50 In the case of Klux Klan in the history of American society, or the 
Muslim Brotherhood in the Muslim world, Coleman’s argument finds the truth that 
social capital and group solidarity can have negative purposes that may hurt other 
people.  
The negative side of social capital is created in the realm of social cohesion 
because of  the narrowness of “the radius of trust.”51 Francis Fukuyama addresses the 
previously mentioned slippery side of social capital by arguing that social groups need 
to enlarge their ‘radius of trust’. The radius of trust brings about the idea of engaging 
deeply with other groups, based on “shared norms and using these norms to achieve co-
operative ends.” Fukuyama adds, “if a group’s social capital produces positive 
externalities, the radius of trust can be larger than the group itself.”52 Rooted in de 
Tocqueville’s art of association, Fukuyama’s articulation of social capital finds that a 
community can come as a strong association to participate in the search for common 
good only by coming together in civic association. Borrowing from Bourdieu, this state 
of mind creates a habitus and field of social relationships.53 The habitus, or feeling for 
the game of social cohesion, has fostered a strong foundation for mutual understanding 
and respect. Although Bourdieu relies rather heavily on an economic metaphor, his 
                                                          
49
 James S. Coleman, Foundations of Social Theory (Cambridge: First Harvard University Press, 1994), 
302. 
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theory of field does not articulate financial capita but rather, social capital. When a 
strong civic association and large “radius of trust” become the habitus of a community, 
the field of social capital can strengthen civic engagements.  
To sum up, social capital is as integral part of the idea of strengthening group 
cohesion and bridging groups within a community. In elaboration of de Tocqueville’s 
association theory and focused on Putnam, Fukuyama, and Coleman’s social capital 
perspectives, the World Bank understands social capital in five dimensions: 
 Groups and networks – collections of individuals that promote and protect 
personal relationships which improve welfare, 
 Trust and solidarity – elements of interpersonal behavior which foster greater 
cohesion and more robust collective action; 
 Collective action and cooperation – ability of people to work together toward 
resolving communal issues; 
 Social cohesion and Inclusion –mitigates the risk of conflict and promotes 
equitable access to benefits of development by enhancing participation of the 
marginalized; and 
 Information and Communication –breaks down negative social capital and also 
enables positive social capital by improving access of information.54 
 
Social capital in a good society55 creates “the habit of heart and mind” of civil 
society, according to de Tocqueville. Trust and solidarity, connection, collective action 
and collaboration shape the social habit civic engagement. Communication, as the 
means of shared values and norms, is important to foster understanding and mutual 
trust. Habermas points out that communicative action brings people together as a 
community of trustworthiness.56 
 
Civil Society in Interreligious Engagement in Indonesia 
 Scholars’ writings on civil society and religions in Indonesia are centered on the 
non-governmental and non-market efforts in bringing democracy and peace to the 
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nation. Ward Berenschot,57 Robert W. Hefner,58 and Florian Pohl59 are among scholars 
who describe Indonesian Civil Society as the pattern of non-governmental association. 
Brenschot  has described Islamic “substantialist and scripturalist” debates on peace and 
pluralism in Indonesia. He argues that Islamic puritan groups such as Hisbu Tahrir 
Indonesia (HTI), Kesatuan Aksi Mahasiswa Muslim Indonesia (KAMMI), and Partai 
Keadilan Sejahtera (PKS), with money from the Arab world, have tirelessly fought for 
the purification of Islam, which, according to these groups, means going back to Arabic 
culture.60 By the same token, Hefner has fount out that in the struggle for democracy of 
the middle class in Indonesia, conflict between has risen between fundamental Muslim 
groups, like the Masyumi, and the progressive Muslim scholars, such as Nurcholis Majid 
and Abdurrahman Wahid. 61  Hefner also illustrates Ikatan Cendekiawan Muslim 
Indonesia (ICMI), a Muslim non-government organization in Soeharto’s era, in the 
conflict with abangan62 scholars on the political stage.63 
Unlike Hefner and Brenschot, who focused on formal organizations and political 
aspects of civil society in Indonesia, Pohl focuses his study on the role of pesantren 
(Muslim boarding school) in establishing tolerance and pluralism. He questions the role 
of pesantrens in Solo, Central Java, in relation to anti-violence education, peace, inter-
ethnic tolerance. For Pohl, civil society is not only a political business, but also the 
endeavor of people at the grass-root level.64 Although Pohl does not touch the aspect of 
social solidarity and the web of trust in civil society, Pohl’s study provides a perspective 
on the rudimentary association in the everyday activities of interreligious engagements.  
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The study and practice of civil society has ample room for the engagement of 
religious adherents of different faiths.  The solidarity aspect of civil society helps 
strengthen social relationships and creates mutual trust, tolerance, and respect which 
form the basic foundations for interreligious engagement.65  The description of civil 
society leads to the analysis of its contribution to interreligious engagement and vice 
versa. My observation on two Indonesian interfaith institutions -- Dian Interfide in 
Yogyakarta and Lembaga Antar Iman (LAIM) --concludes that these institutions are 
among the pillars of Indonesian civil society for interfaith engagements. These two 
institutions have been working for interreligious engagements as part of peacebuilding 
process that fosters  the role of civil society in two different parts of Indonesia. Dian 
Interfidei has served interfaith engagement in Java for more than a decade, while 
Lembaga Antar Iman was established recently following the peacebuilding efforts after 
the Christian-Muslim conflict in Maluku. 
Both Interfidei and Lembaga have been working to protect the right of religious 
belief. Interfidei works as a non-government organization that protects the right to 
religious life in Java. In many cases this Yogya-based institution protects community and 
individual rights to believe in any religious affiliation.66  LAIM activities tell a different 
story, as in the Malukan peacebuilding process, after the Christian-Muslim conflict in 
1999-2002, the government could not stop the conflict and was unable to protect 
people. Rather, conflict came to an end when society started a culturally based approach 
to robust social cohesion among indigenous Malukans and a bridged relationship with 
other immigrants who have come to live in Maluku. The aim to foster social cohesion 
has been stated clearly in the third poin of LAIM’s vision statement, “To improve the 
functional, positive, creative, and constructive interactions among religious 
communities.”67 
Interfidei plays a significant this civil society function in Indonesia. Its program is 
to educate religious teachers of junior and senior high schools in Java to enable the 
interfaith institution to build tolerance, mutual understanding and trust among 
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from Muslim Contexts, eds., Abdou Filali Ansary and Sikeena Karmali (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
2009), 64. 
66
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religious communities.68 The curriculum that Interfidei has provided to teachers is 
different from the formally oriented curriculum coming off the government’s desk. The 
Indonesian government through the Ministry of Religious Affairs and the Ministry of 
Education produces unjust policies that tend to put interfaith engagement into 
jeopardy.69   The compulsion to teach student according to their own religion without 
room for dialoging with other faiths has led to disputes among educators and scholars. 
Ina Merjanova and Patrice Brodeur have pointed out, from their research on 
interreligious dialogue and peacebuilding in the Balkans, that the communist party 
under Tito saw interreligious interactions as a threat. Therefore, government produced 
a bill that pushed interreligious communities away from engagement. According to the 
Merdajonova and Brodeur, this is one of reasons why conflict in the Balkans came into 
being. In the Indonesian context, institutions such as Interfidei help to balance unjust 
governmental policy  with non-governmental action, which leads toward mutual 
understanding and trust.70 
Building on one of the Malukan real interfaith engagements through Pela 
Gandong71 relationships, LAIM has crafted interfaith voluntary programs that provide 
room for Muslim and Christian communities to come together to clean mosques and 
churches.  This activity helps to strengthen social capital and social solidarity among 
Malukans who have grown up with the idea of “orang basudara” (The kinship of 
Malukans) and “ale rasa beta rasa” (a shared feeling among Malukans). The program 
that includes local Malukans and immigrants, mostly youths, has developed a communal 
bridge between indigenous Malukans, Christians and Muslims, and also with the 
children of immigrant community who live within the Malukan host society. The bottom 
line is, the program has created a space for inclusion among Malukans and has helped to 
build bridges between Malukans with Muslims and Christians, immigrants, who moved 
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 I borrow Liam Gearon’s idea of interreligious engagement, education and human rights. Liam 
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to Maluku decades ago. Through Interfidei and LAIM massive socialization, people learn 
to improve the level of tolerance, mutual respect, and trust. Although these values of 
religious pluralism and the backbone of interfaith engagement have been practiced by 
the people of Indonesia in their daily lives, government policy and teachings of elite 
religious clergy have put interfaith engagements in jeopardy. The Interfaith Camp for 
Teenagers is one of Interfidei’s programs to bring teenagers together in order to learn 
how to respect and trust people of other faiths. LAIM has been more radical, with in the 
idea of bringing post-conflict Muslim and Christian communities together. LAIM, 
through its interaction program, has developed a “home stay” program by which the 
youth of Christian communities live for a couple of days in Muslim houses, and vice 
versa. The idea behind this home stay is to provide the youths with a radical encounter 
with people who they used to believe as the enemy. To borrow from Ruc Reychler and 
Thania Paffenholz,72 this is the way LAIM helps to overcome the enemy image and re 
exchange it with a friendly image, through the experience of living together with people 
from other faiths. 
 
Conclusion 
In a democratic society, interreligious engagement or dialogue may strengthen 
the existence of civil society. In the sense that both civil society and interreligious 
engagement need solidarity and mutual understanding, the commitment of non-
violence, respect, tolerance, and voluntarism in civil society is also a foundation of 
interreligious engagement. Civil society is not only a space outside of government and 
market or civic association, but the essence of civil society is solidarity among people in 
the particular society. Thus, civil society requires communication to reach mutual 
understanding to create a public sphere that free of coercion and violence. 
In everyday interreligious engagement or dialogue, people may employ multiple 
means of encounter including everyday communication, song, poetry, and ritual 
performance. Interreligious engagement or dialogue on a daily basis is based on 
people’s ordinary activities and common relationships. Therefore the engagement 
includes many people, not only the elite, in a given society. As it covers multiple layers 
and people, everyday interreligious engagement provides room for women and 
children, who have been excluded from the formal male-dominated dialogue. Therefore 
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in everyday dialogue, all people are able to share, speak, perform, listen, and 
understand. In the interfaith peacebuilding process in many countries, everyday 
interreligious engagement could open up the gate of reconciliation and build a genuine 
and strong interfaith peace. Everyday dialogue needs the common ground of people 
creating solidarity and mutual understanding among people who hold different beliefs 
and faiths.  
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